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of either lateral structures, specially constructed and loaded
buttresses, or a combination of both. Laterally, the pillars
and buttresses are linked together by arches and walls which
act as a brace, making all the column and buttress units
interdependent and mutually supporting. The space be-
tween these columns and buttresses may then be left void, or
filled in with light screens of masonry or masonry and glass.

Here, then, described in bald terms, is the Gothic struc-
tural system, evolved to cover and enclose space.

It is an ingenious and daring system, dependent for com-
plete success upon a thorough knowledge of engineering
principles and their application to masonry practice. Mediae-
val designers were not, however, equipped with a science
on a par with their flights of imaginative daring, with the
result that many collapses of vaulted Gothic structures are
said to have occurred.

In any case, this structural system was far from perfect.
Such an interplay of stresses, actions, and reactions demands
either a large margin of safety or very dependable materials.
And, in addition, although the system of isolated points of
support and light screen walls permitted wide spans and
unobstructed floor space, the necessity for buttressing raised
great practical objections, for not only did the buttresses
occupy valuable ground space, but they furnished only un-
tidy and rather amateurish solutions towards the problem of
providing stability. The fact that they have been marvel-
lously treated as structural and decorative elements, and
clothe the exteriors of the great cathedrals in a garment of
mysterious and complicated form, does not remove the
impression that dependence upon the buttress was a definitely
limiting factor in the possibilities of the Mediaeval structural
system.